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Interventional atrial incision in the
Fontan operation: Novel prophylaxis
or iatrogenic substrate for intra-
atrial reentrant tachycardia?
To the Editor:
In the March 2004 issue of the Journal,
Collins and colleagues1 published short-
term results of their interesting prospective,
randomized, blinded trial to assess the fea-
sibility, safety, and efficacy of an interven-
tional atrial incision placed at the time of
the Fontan operation to reduce the devel-
opment of intra-atrial reentrant tachycardia
(IART). Although the idea sounds clever,
there are serious concerns about the long-
term efficacy of their modification.
Staged palliation culminating in a suc-
cessful Fontan procedure is the current
surgical goal for most patients with a func-
tional single ventricle. Since its introduc-
tion in 1968, the Fontan procedure has un-
dergone many modifications.2 At present,
two modifications in common use are the
lateral tunnel and extracardiac conduit.3
The incidence of late supraventricular
tachycardia after a lateral tunnel procedure
varies from 0% to 22%, and that after an
extracardiac conduit operation varies from
0% to 8%.3 These figures definitely do not
justify undertaking a prophylactic proce-
dure for IART in all patients who undergo
Fontan operation in the modern era. It is
extremely difficult to predict with accuracy
the patients who will definitely have IART.
An even more important concern is the
high incidence of early sinus node dysfunc-
tion among the study patients. Early sinus
node dysfunction may carry long-term im-
plications because it predicts late sinus
node dysfunction,4 which in turn is associ-
ated with late supraventricular tachycar-
dia.5 Although Collins and colleagues1 at-
tributed this high incidence to a “broad
definition” of sinus node dysfunction, I
think that the interventional atrial incision
may be partially if not wholly responsible
for this phenomenon. There is a consensus
of opinion that the presence of a region of
structural or functional block within the
atria is a substrate for atrial muscle reen-
try.5 The Fontan operation results in re-
gions of structural block as a result of atrial
incisions and multiple suture lines, as well
as functional block from relative right atrial
hypertension with right atrial dilation and
hypertrophy.5 The “prophylactic atrial in-
cision” not only will act as region of struc-
tural block in the long term but probably
interferes with the blood supply of the si-
nus node in the short term. This could well
explain the high incidence of early sinus
node dysfunction in the study.
In conclusion, the high prevalence of
atrial arrhythmias is a result of extensive
atrial surgical procedures, elevated atrial
pressures, and atrial enlargement. Until
modifications aimed at avoiding atrial ma-
nipulation are discovered, earlier identifi-
cation of sinus node dysfunction with early
institution of atrial pacing may be the best
prophylaxis to decrease the incidence of
IART in this group of patients. My mes-
sage for Collins and colleagues in particu-
lar and readers in general is that any “pro-
phylactic atrial incision” made with the
best of intentions will act as nothing but a
substrate for IART.
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Reply to the Editor:
The Fontan population is heterogeneous in
terms of the underlying anatomy and num-
ber and nature of surgical interventions be-
fore the Fontan operation. Many factors are
thought to be associated with the develop-
ment of atrial arrhythmias in this group.
Animal studies have suggested that surgi-
cal incision and extended suture lines are
particularly likely to create an arrhythmo-
genic substrate.1-3 The more recent ver-
sions of the Fontan procedure (lateral tun-
nel or the extracardiac conduit) have had
lower reported incidences of late atrial ar-
rhythmias than the older types of Fontan
operations.4 Long-term follow-up of the
extracardiac conduit Fontan operation has
not yet been reported with respect to ar-
rhythmia, but Stamm and colleagues4 have
recently shown that the lower incidence of
atrial tachycardia in the lateral tunnel Fon-
tan procedure persisted through a mean 10-
year follow-up.4 One can interpret this
finding to mean that the current Fontan
techniques are in fact less arrhythmogenic
then was initially projected when our study
was undertaken. If so, placement of an in-
terventional atrial incision to the lateral
tunnel Fontan may not be warranted in
every case, only for patients deemed at
higher risk (eg, with a preoperative history
of atrial tachycardia).
Although avoiding atrial manipulation
and suture lines altogether has theoretic
benefits, it is not practical in all cases. If
atrial suture lines are required for the sur-
gical intervention, then choosing to place
or extend them in such a way to reduce the
likelihood of atrial arrhythmias is war-
ranted. Our interventional atrial incision to
the lateral tunnel Fontan procedure was
designed to transect potential arrhythmia
circuits around the atriotomy or the right
atrioventricular valve, the primary areas
where atrial arrhythmias typically develop.
It was designed to be simple, to be feasible
in patients with varied anatomy, and to
have low added risks for the patient. The
location of the incision is inferior to the
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